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Abstract

TVET is increasingly moving to the top of the agenda as an agent of social, economic and environmental
sustainability. With this comes the need to raise the quality of TVET through the integration of digitization and
digitalisation in the teaching and learning process to increase access to diverse learners. This will also increase
scope and prepare students for a digital age. The study presents the perspectives from students on online and face
to face learning. It uses a mixed method approach employing both quantitative and qualitative approaches to data
collection. Students completed a survey and participated in a focus group discussion. The findings suggest that
students prefer face to face learning. However, they seem to accept online learning as part of their learning
environment. For many of these students, online learning suits their style of learning, and it offers them flexibility.
The findings also show that social interaction is valued in the online space and so lessons must be designed to
allow for this.

Introduction

Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) seeks to equip youth and adults with skills for work
and for life. The UNESCO Recommendations concerning technical vocational education and training (TVET)
(2017) defines TVET ‘as comprising education, training and skills development relating to a wide range of
occupational fields, production, services and livelihoods. TVET, as part of lifelong learning, can take place at
secondary, post secondary and tertiary levels and includes work based learning and continuing training and
professional development which may lead to qualifications (UNESCO 2017, p. 5)

TVET is moving to the top of the agenda. It contributes to social development, economic development and
environmental sustainability (Marope et al, 2015). In order to raise the image of TVET and ensure that it is
responsive, relevant and provides access for all including at risk and marginalised groups, it is important to put
structures in place to ensure that it is resilient and contributes to sustainable development (UNESCO, 2023). This
includes the digital transformation of TVET. The digital transformation will increase scope, scale, efficiency and
effectiveness. It takes place through TVET operational systems, digital infrastructure, curriculum and
qualifications and integrating digital technology in teaching and learning (UNESCO, 2023).

Recognizing the importance of digital transformation in education, Jamaica is working to enhance its digital
infrastructure (JIS, 2025). It has developed a programme in collaboration with the joint SDG fund called
‘Empowering Jamaica’s Future: SDG Joint Programme on Digital Transformation for Education.’ The programme
seeks to modernize Jamaica’s education system through digital solutions that are innovative (JIS, 2025).

The COVID 19 pandemic has provided a catalyst for strengthening online learning in Jamaica’s TVET system
specifically at its National Training Agency, which is the leading TVET organisation. This is evident among its
network of twenty six TVET institutions. The focus on online learning is evident in its strategic plan (HEART,
2023). This focus has been supported by a flexible learning policy (HEART, 2020). The policy seeks to promote
the development of an institutional culture in flexible learning, to guide an integrated approach to flexible learning
throughout the training delivery system and to expand access to flexible learning programmes and courses. It
seeks to explain flexible learning as an approach to training that meets the diverse needs of learners through the
use of appropriate technologies that do not confine training to space, time and pace.

Flexible learning environments address how physical space is used, how students are grouped during learning and
how time is used throughout teaching (HEART, 2020). Flexible learning can be seen as online and or blended
learning. The view of flexible learning as stated in the flexible learning policy reflects the explanation of online
blended learning as explained by Novak and Tucker (2012). According to Novak and Tucker (2012) online or

1|Page



blended learning is a combination of active, engaged learning online combined with active engaged learning
offline to provide students with more control over their time, place, pace and path of their learning.

The goal of this research was to obtain perspectives from students about their attitude to online learning. It was
conducted with students from five TVET institutions. These are public institutions that deliver a variety of TVET
programmes including System Administration, Housekeeping, Data Operations, Commercial Food Preparation,
Accounting, Electrical Installation and General Construction. Online learning has increased in these institutions
since the COVID 19 pandemic. However, the predominant modality is face to face learning. There is therefore a
blended approach to learning. There are structures in place for the provision of online learning in these institutions.
These include the provision of hardware and software, the development of a policy, the training and the upgrading
of teachers and the development of programmes and courseware. However, there has been little or no attempt to
hear from the students regarding their perspectives and general attitude to online learning. As a result, there is no
data from the perspectives of the students to determine how well students are engaging and that can be used to
improve the process. According to Coella and Kusnir (2024) the student insight can increase the efficiency of
online learning. This is supported by Anderson and Aiken (2024) who said that the engagement of the learner can
lead to more effective learning and improvement in learning outcomes.

During the pandemic there were several applications and tools employed to deliver online learning in these
institutions. The extent to which these were employed is detailed in the table below:

PLATFORMS USED

OTHER

ZOOM
GOOGLECLASSROOM
SCHOOLOGY

CISCO NETACAD
SOCRATIVE

HEART MOODLE
MICROSOFTTEAMS

CISCO WEBEX

| I
B

MOODLE EXTERNAL

The category ‘other’ refers to the use of WhatsApp which was widely used.
Theoretical Framework

The study is set within the framework of learning and teaching theories in an online environment. Online learning
refers to synchronous and asynchronous learning or it can be a combination of both (Francis 2019). Online
learning presents an opportunity for innovative teaching and learning. It can increase access, provides flexibility
and allows for diversity and inclusion (Bates 2015). An important aspect of online learning is the engagement of
the learner (Bates 2015). In engaging the learner, it is important to understand their experience with online learning
as this leads to effective learning and improved learning outcomes (Anderson and Aikens, 2024). Because of the
importance of considering engagement, it has become important to focus on course satisfaction and student
engagement (Baloran et al 2021).

An important part of engaging students is through a social presence and a cognitive presence. Students need to be
engaged emotionally, cognitively and socially. These are important aspects of the community of practice model
as developed by Garrison et al, 1999. The model details key success factors for a positive learning environment
in an online blended course. These are a social presence, a cognitive presence and teaching presence.

A positive learning environment in online blended learning will include satisfactory learning materials, teachers’
facilitation and engagement strategies, teacher student interaction and peer interaction (Baloran et al 2021).
Additionally, factors such as age, self efficacy, internet connection, learner control and participation can influence
students participation in deciding to continue with online learning (Yingqi et al, 2025). Social factors are important
in contributing to the success of online learning. These factors include the ease with which students can engage
and teacher interaction with the students (Ruosalhti, 2020).
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Challenges in online learning include lack of peer engagement and participation, students not feeling a sense of
belonging and not being familiar with each other (Yinggqi et al, 2025). Teachers often believe that students
concentrate less in an online environment and this negatively impacts learning outcomes (Anderson and Aikens,
2024).

Online learning requires new methods of pedagogy. This includes design thinking, project based learning and the
flipped classroom which emphasizes independent learning (UNESCO, 2023). The models for teaching online
should develop skills for the digital age and include online collaborative learning, experiential learning and the
ADDIE model can be applied to designing teaching and learning in an online environment (Bates, 2015)

Methodology

The study used a mixed methods design. The includes quantitative and qualitative approaches used to collect the
data. The following were the key questions that guided the study:

1. How is online learning viewed among learners?
2. Do learners learn effectively in an online environment?
3.  What are some recommendations for strengthening engagement among learners in online learning?

Participants and Sample

The total number of students who participated in the survey was 76. These students were selected from five TVET
institutions that offer courses using the blended modality. This includes both face to face and online modalities.
The names of the students were received from the student affairs officer at the institution after explaining the
purpose of the research. The students were informed about the purpose and the confidentiality of the survey. They
voluntarily agreed to participate in the survey and most completed the survey in their own time. A few completed
the survey together in a group online using the Webex platform. These students have all participated in online
learning. They were from institutions in the rural and urban areas and both males and females were selected. Their
ages ranged from 17 — 55. The survey took approximately ten minutes to complete and was analyzed using google
forms.

Six students agreed to participate in a focus group session. These students came from one of the institutions that
had participated in the survey.

Data Collection Methods

Survey was chosen because it was an efficient method to gather information and the questions provided a
standardized stimulus. It allowed for ease of responses that was easy to analyse. It also gave more than a yes or
no response and a deeper insight was provided in the perspectives of the respondents as it included an open ended
question (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005; Trochim et al, 2016).

There were 16 closed questions and one open ended question. The survey sought to assess students’ attitude and
perspectives on online learning and to determine the extent to which they think they learn effectively in an online
environment. This was done in order to use their perspectives and their insights to design more effective teaching
and learning in an online environment.

The focus group was intended to delve deeper in the responses coming out of the survey. A focus group was chosen
because it provided an opportunity for the participants to respond to similar questions where they gave differing
and similar views. The focus group allowed the participants to express their attitudes, opinions and preferences in
their own voices and based on their realities (Pattern, 2013; Trochim, et al, 2016). All participants were given an
opportunity to respond to the questions (Pattern, 2013).

Both data sets were merged to respond to the research questions.
Ethical Considerations

The names of the participants were submitted by their institutions through their students’ affairs officer. The
students were told about the purpose of the research and that in reporting the findings they would not be
identified. They voluntarily came online and agreed to complete the survey. Pseudonyms were used to present
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their responses from the focus group session. The institution’s principal gave permission for the students to
participate in the focus group session. The session was recorded after obtaining the permission of the students.

Findings and Discussions

The findings from both the survey and the focus group were analyzed and it helped to present students’
perspectives of online learning. The survey data were analyzed by using google forms. Descriptive statistics
(frequency, percentage, & graphs) were used to present the findings.

The online application used to administer the questionnaire quantitatively analyzed the various categories of
responses. The themes speaking to the research questions were identified from the survey and the focus group and
these were coded. The codes and categories emerging were collated and carefully dissected. These were done on
three separate occasions. Patterns and their dimensions were identified from the categories. From these emerged
the responses to the research questions.

Research Question 1: How is online learning viewed among learners?

Students were asked to state whether or not they were comfortable learning online. Of the total number of students
surveyed, 25 % said yes, 23% said no while 51% were neutral. However, when asked to say if they prefer online
or face to face learning, 87% of the students said they prefer face to face.

What mode of learning do you prefer?

76 responses

® Online
@ Faceto Face

These are some of the responses the students gave in the focus group regarding online and face to face learning:
Neala said “I learn online but I prefer to learn face to face. It is better to get a good understanding.”

Joan said, ‘I prefer face to face. I am a visual learner. I can write on the board and illustrate face to face to get
my point. I feel more connected with my teacher. The connection is better if the person is there physically.

Jane said she likes online learning as it gives her flexibility to balance work and study. She is able to do her
studies as 2 o clock and 3 o clock in the mornings.

Kenisha said: “I prefer online. I concentrate more and it is adaptable to complete tasks on time. I had to stop
my internship because I was not able to access class online. If classes were online, I would be able to continue
my internship.’

Glen said: I feel comfortable online since COVID. I have anxiety. Being around less people is okay for me.’

The students were more direct in their responses when asked to say if they prefer face to face or online learning.
The majority said they prefer face to face learning. However, the responses seem to suggest that they generally
accept online learning. It is a part of their educational journey. It offers flexibility and for those students who have
special needs like anxiety, learning in the online environment makes them comfortable.

A further 82% of the students said they prefer synchronous learning where instructors and students gather at the
same time, as opposed to asynchronous learning where individual students learn at their own pace and in their
own time. The focus on synchronous learning supports their preference for face-to-face learning. In both
synchronous learning and face to face learning, they get an opportunity to engage with the teacher and getting an
opportunity to interact with the teacher seems to be important to these students in the teaching and learning
environment whether face to face or online. This supports the social presence of the teacher as important to
effective learning (Garrison et al, 1999)

The students also seemed to be more engaged in a face-to-face learning environment as opposed to an online
environment. 13% of those surveyed agreed that they do more work in an online class as opposed to a face-to-
face class while 87% disagreed.
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Given that learning online is now an institutionalized part of the education landscape and that face to face learning
is still valued among students, the option therefore is to offer learning using the blended modality. Blended
learning is a combination of face to face and online learning which involves computer technology (Hrastinkski,
2019; Hockly, 2018)

Research Question 2: Do learners learn effectively in an online environment?

Of the number of students surveyed 56% said they pay attention well when learning in an online environment
while 26% agreed that they feel lost in an online environment. 36% agree that they get distracted by social media
and surfing the internet when in an online class. 30% said they were motivated to learn in an online environment.

| get distracted by social media and surfing the internet when | am in an online class

76 responses

® Agree
@ Disagree
Neutral

From the focus group session Jessie said one of the challenges she has with online learning is ‘a lot of distractions
from the internet.” Additionally, Joan said she gets easily distracted in an online environment. She blocks out
everything with her headphone and interacts with the teacher to remain focused. She also remains focused by
doing the assignment the teacher ask them to participate in such as calculations and the reading.

From the responses given both in the survey and the focus group, students clearly indicate that they often get
distracted in an online environment. The teacher therefore has an important role to motivate and engage the
students when in an online class in order to minimize distraction.

Engagement Strategies

Strategies for engagement were presented to the students. They were asked to identify the extent to which they
find them engaging. They list doing quizzes as the strategy they find most engaging when learning online. 66%
of the students surveyed find quizzes engaging. This was followed by discussions with their teacher. 63% find
discussions with their teacher as one of the most engaging strategies while 53% of the students indicated that they
like to do demonstrations when engaging in learning online.

The graph below displays the responses to the various strategies and the extent to which they find these strategies

engaging.

Please list all the strategies you like to engage in when learning online:
76 responses

Typing in chat

Discussion with other students
Discussion with teacher
Group projects

Polls

Quizzes

Watching videos

Group work

Gamification

One on cne discussion with yo...
Demonstrations

0
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Students have various styles of learning. It is therefore important that the teacher uses various strategies when in
an online environment to engage students. It is important to note that students value demonstrations in an online
class. Demonstrations are important for TVET programmes as it helps students to develop practical competencies.

From the focus group session Roy said that whenever the teacher introduces a topic, he searches up a video while
online to help him to understand. Another student said he finds artificial intelligence (AI) to be helpful when
learning online as it helps to break down scenarios to help her to learn on her own.

Collaboration and Feedback

The findings also suggest that these students value collaboration and feedback in an online class. 66% said that it
is very important to get feedback from their teacher in an online class. 20 % agree that they feel connected to their
fellow trainees in an online class and 40% agree that they ask their classmates for help in an online class. 20%
said they feel connected to other trainees in an online class while 46% agree that they are comfortable interacting
with their instructors in an online class. These findings indicate that greater effort has to be made to help students
to interact and connect with each other when in an online class.

Challenges learning Online

The students list challenges to learning in an online environment as poor wifi connection, lack of suitable
environment for learning at home, the possibility of a power outage, and the inability to focus because of
distractions. The challenges were highlighted in the open-ended question at the end of the survey and from the
focus group discussion.

Form the focus group discussion Sharon describes her challenge in this way:

“Yes, I had a challenge where computer class was concerned because I'm a person who learns by doing
things hands on and computer is not something that was designed for online learning, in my opinion. Even
if it's online, let the theory section be online but face to face for practicals. Also the lack of communication
and empathy from the said instructor made me feel like I wasn't worth the effort and I was basically to go
out and learn on my own if I wanted to pass that cluster.”

The challenges have implications for how teaching and learning is organized. It means that the teacher has an
important role in creating a positive learning environment online by using various strategies.

Research Question 3: What are some recommendations for strengthening engagement among learners in
an online learning?

The focus group session generated some recommendations for learning effectively in an online environment.
These recommendations include:

1. Utilizing a platform that is simple, accessible and easy to navigate

The teacher developing a bond with the students online. This is in spite of the number of students.
Students have different personalities and different styles of learning so it is important to consider these
differences

Making lessons more interactive so that nobody feels left out

Incorporating artificial intelligence (AI) and having a list of prompts to ask the Al

Organizing notes and videos in a separate group

Using games to get students more excited. They refer to themselves as ‘gameheads’. They made mention
of kahoots as getting them excited

7. Incorporating other platforms such as Grammarly and Turnitin

Snsw

Conclusion

Learning in the online environment has become a key feature of education. However, for many students, the face-
to-face interaction with the teacher is still valuable. However, there are many students who value online because
of the flexibility it gives them to learning in their own time, pace and place. This is also very important for those
adult students who have to work while studying to have an online option. It therefore points to the need for
teachers to offer the blended approach to learning. This means therefore that classes should be offered both face
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to face and online. In the online environment learning should be deliberately planned to motivate and engage
students and allow for social interaction with the teacher and with peers.
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